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Abnormal numbers of tail feathers

by D. B. Hanmer
Received 10 December 1984

Occasionally birds have been found to have abnormal numbers of rectrices

(Stresemann & Stresemann 1966, Hanmer 1981, Somadikarta 1984).* In

some there was a pair of rectrices either missing or additional, but more often

there were unequal numbers on either side of the tail. Hence I propose

"anisorectricial" to describe tails with an abnormal number of rectrices, that

is with a number that is unequal to the normal or with an unequal number on
the 2 sides, as opposed to "polyrectricyly" (Somadikarta 1984).

"'Ed Mr Geo. A. Smith informs me that the oldest reference for an abnormal number of tail

feathers may be the copper-plate engraving of the Carolina Conures Aratinga (Conuropsis)

carolinensis of Audubon's (1827-38) The Birds ofAmerica. In Ornithological Biography (1831)
he tells how the upper bird in the illustration, a female, had '.

. . 14 Tail feathers all 7 sizes

distinct and firmly affixed in 14 different receptacles . .
.' and that he drew it '. . .to verify one of

those astonishing fits of Nature . .

.'."
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At Nchalo, Malawi (16° 16'S, 34°55'E),c. 20,300 birds have been handled

and 115 of 42 species were anisorectricial, though there may have been more,

since rectrices were not always counted when no moult was in progress.

However, among the 7200 recaptures, which were usually more carefully

examined, few anisorectricial cases were found which had not already been

noted, so that probably few cases were overlooked. At Mopeia, Mozambique
(17°56'S, 35°37'E), 2500 birds were handled and 11 birds of 8 species were

found to be anisorectricial. All 126 individuals of 45 species are included in

Table 1.

Among the non-passerines, extra rectrices were more common than absent

ones, except in the Speckled Mousebird Colius striatus (see below). Passerines

more commonly had a reduced number of rectrices, but extra ones were found

in 20 birds.

TABLE 2

Families (and genera) in which anisorectricial birds were found at Nchalo, Malawi and

Mopeia, Mozambique

Family
(and genus)

Columbidae
Treronidae

Caprimulgidae

Coliidae

Alcedinidae

Meropidae
Indicatoridae

Pycnonotidae
Turdidae

Sylvidae

(Acrocepbalus

(Cisticola

Priniidae

Muscicapidae
Nectariniidae

Ploceidae

(Passer

(Ploceus

(Amblyospiza
(Euplectes

Estrildinidae

Fringilidae

The Red-faced Mousebird Urocolius indicus at Nchalo appears to have

evolved 10 rectrices as the normal, since only 5 (5.88%) were found with 11

or 12. On the other hand, the Speckled Mousebird, although still usually found

with 12, had only 10 or 11 in 34 (6.04%) birds. In these species the extra or

missing rectrices were always one or both of the outermost pair, which may,

therefore, no longer be a functional necessity. In all the other species it is not

known which rectrices were the aberrant ones, since the rectrices on either

side of the central pair remained evenly spaced across the pygostyle, slightly

more spaced out if there were too few and more cramped where there was an

extra rectrix. The central pair was never found to be aberrant.

Table 2 lists the families in which anisorectricial birds were found. In certain

families the percentage of birds which were anisorectricial was higher than the

No. No. %
examined aberrant aberrant

455 12 2.64

8 1 12.50
180 4 2.22

648 49 6.02
757 3 0.40

505 1 0.20

52 1 1.92

1793 16 0.89
268 3 1.12

2383 6 0.25

1258 4 0.32)

329 2 0.61)

54 1 1.85

348 2 0.57

1304 6 0.46

7979 25 0.31

139 1 0.72)

5113 16 0.31)

325 5 1.54)

1933 3 0.16)

2530 4 0.16

420 2 0.48
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average for all specimens, namely 0.55%. If the mousebirds are excluded,

since the very high percentage of abnormalities in the 2 species suggests that a

different process may be involved to that causing abnormalities in other

families, the average is only 0.35%. However, in many of these families only

one bird of one species has been found to be anisorectricial and where only

small numbers of a species or family have been caught, the high percentage is

probably not a valid figure; one would not, for example, expect one Green
Pigeon Treron australis in every 9 to have 14 rectrices. The families in which
anisorectricial birds seem to be fairly common, apart from the Coliidae, are the

doves Columbidae, one species of nightjar Caprimulgidae, bulbuls

Pycnonotidae, sunbirds Nectariniidae, some species of weaver Ploceidae and
possibly the robin-chats Turdidae.

The cause of this abnormality is unknown, although in the prinia and
nightjar, which normally have only 10 rectrices, extra ones could be of

phylogenetic origin. The mousebirds at Nchalo appear to be undergoing a

genetic reduction, just starting in the Speckled Mousebird and probably of

recent origin in the Red-faced Mousebird {vide the high percentage still with

11 or 12 rectrices). Elsewhere the Red-faced Mousebird apparently normally

still has 12 rectrices, as R. K. Brooke informs me he has found only 2 with 10
rectrices. A Scarlet-chested Sunbird Nectarinia senegala probably had some
congenital abnormality, as it had 10 rectrices normally placed on the pygostyle,

plus 2 extra on one side and one on the other, 2 mm distant from the rest of the

rectrices and growing from the skin at the base of the pygostyle. A possibly

hereditary aberration occurred in a female Sombre Bulbul Andropadus
importunus and her chick which both had 11 rectrices. Another Sombre
Bulbul, not included among the 126 aberrant birds, had only 9 rectrices, but

there appeared to be some scar tissue on the pygostyle, so that this abnormality

presumably had been caused by injury.

Despite fairly large numbers having been examined (a total of c. 3000), no
members of the cuckoos Cuculidae, woodpeckers Picidae, swallows

Hirundinidae, cuckoo-shrikes Campephagidae, drongos Dicruridae, orioles

Oriolidae, pipits and wagtails Motacillidae, shrikes Lanidae and parasitic

finches Vidua have found to be anisorectricial, although this does not exclude

its occurrence.

Hanmer (1981) gave the percentage of anisorectricial birds at Mopeia and
Nchalo up to the middle of 1981 as 0.6% (actually 0.55%). (It should be

noted that the total number of birds handled (20,500) was given in error for

the number of different individuals handled (17,000), although the percentage

was correctly calculated from the latter figure.) The present paper includes all

those cases found up to 1981, together with those found in the following 3V2

years and the result is identical, while the families in which a higher than

normal proportion was anisorectricial remained the same as prior to 1981.

Few of the abnormal birds have been retrapped after one or more complete

moults, but 6 which were examined a year or more later were found still to be

anisorectricial; 2 Black-eyed Bulbuls Pycnonotus barbatus, one Sombre Bulbul

and 3 Brown-throated Weavers Ploceus xanthopterus. This supports the

suggestion that the condition is constant in the life of the bird concerned.

In addition to the anisorectricial birds found at Mopeia and Nchalo, 3 South

African Sacred Ibis Threskiornis aethiopicus had 13 rectrices (Lowe et al. in

press), one South African Martial Eagle Polemaetus bellicosus had 1 1 and 2
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Red-faced Mousebirds had 10 (R. K. Brooke) and 2 Antarctic Pintado Petrels

Daption capense had 15 instead of 14 (Bierman & Voous 1950). Broekhuizen
& Liversidge (1954) examined the tails of 3682 South African Gannets Morus
capensis, but make no mention of anisorectricial individuals, so presumably
they do not occur (or very seldom) in this species. Odd numbers of rectrices are

not rare in swans and some other birds (Newton 1896). C. S. Roselaar in

Cramp & Simmons (1977) states that in the Mute Swan Cygnus olor and
Bewick's Swan C. columbianus the number of rectrices varies between 20 and

24, but that it is "always" 20 in the Whooper Swan C. cygnus.

Newton (1896) suggests that since tail feathers are always paired, it seems
reasonable to assume, where one of a pair is missing, that the germ of the

missing feather has died due to injury. This seems indeed possible and could be

the cause of the abnormality found in many of the anisorectricial birds at

Nchalo and Mopeia; but it does not explain extra tail feathers.
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Somadikarta (1984) reported the occurrence of additional rectrices, which he
termed polyrectricyly, in 14 species of birds. However he overlooked a paper by
Hanmer (1981), who has since reported (1985, this issue) that additional or

missing rectrices were found in 0.55% of some 22,800 birds caught for

ringing in East Africa, describing such birds as anisorectricial. Extra rectrices

also have been recorded in various other species including Mute Swan Cygnus
olor, Greylag Goose Anser anser, Canada Goose Branta canadensis, Wigeon
Anas penelope, Gadwall, A. strepera, Mallard A. platyrhynchos, Capercaillie

Tetrao urogallus, Quail Coturnix coturnix, Coot Fulica atra, Stone Curlew


